AUSTRALIA AND NEW ZEALAND
CHAPTER XLVI
AUSTRALIA
THE Commonwealth of Australia, which includes Tasmania, has
an area of 2,974,581 square miles, and is just over three-fourths
the size of Europe, In its general form the Island continent consists
of a plateau with an average elevation of about 1,000 feet, but a
number of distinct physical regions may be recognized. The
Eastern Highlands extend from Cape York southwards, and occupy
the eastern parts of Queensland, New South Wales, and Victoria,
and the whole of Tasmania, They do not form a true mountain
range, but represent, over considerable areas at least, the dissected
escarpment of a fractured penoplane, the eastern part of which has
sunk below the level of the ocean. In the north there are great
blocks of ancient granite and Tertiary basalt; in the centre, Car-
boniferous rocks predominate, though others, ranging from Archaean
to Triassic, are also found; while in the south the strata belong to
Lower Palaeozoic times with granitic outcrops.
Between the Eastern Highlands and the s<vi, there stretches a
series of coastal plains composed of materials washed down from
the uplands and recently uplifted above sea-level. These plains
vary in breadth, but seldom exceed fifty miles and are frequently
much less.
The Eastern Highlands present their steep sides towards the
east coast, and slope gently westwards towards the Great Plains,
which form an area of depression stretching across Australia from
the Gulf of Carpentaria to the west coast of Victoria. In the
north and centre this region consists of Cretaceous rocks, but in
the south it is covered with silt brought down by the Darling,
Murrumbidgee, and other rivers during Tertiary times. Of the
Cretaceous rocks the Rolling Downs formation, as will be shown
later, is of great importance because of its influence upon the develop-
ment of irrigation. The northern part of the Great Plains drains
to the Gulf of Carpentaria, the southern part to the Murray,
and the western, which is an area of inland drainage, to Lake Eyre,
West of the Great Plains, and of the South Australian Highlands
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